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 Common Groundsel; a Poisonous Weed of Alfalfa   
 
 

W.Mick Canevari ¹ 
 
 
 
There are over one million acres of alfalfa in California grown in three major regions. 
The largest is the Sacramento and San Joaquin valleys at 66%, the remainder split 
between low desert and high elevation mountain counties.  
Controlling weeds is an annual process through the production life of an alfalfa stand. 
Weed management is necessary to insure maximum production of high quality alfalfa   
and prevent the loss of moisture, nutrients, and other plant resources. Weeds can 
weaken plants and lead to a premature stand loss, lower forage quality, and cause   
economic losses.    
Weed free alfalfa is an important step to produce high quality hay; it improves harvest 
efficiency by speeding the drying and baling time, expands marketing opportunities and 
commands a higher price. The presence of poisonous weeds will reduce the value or in 
many cases make it an unmarketable commodity. Weeds such as Common Groundsel 
Senecio vulgaris, Coast Fiddleneck Amsinckia intermedia, and Poison hemlock Conium 
maculatum can cause serious health issues or even death to cattle and horses. The 
incentive to produce high quality weed free alfalfa is substantial to achieve  profitability.   

 
Common groundsel is a pyrolizidine alkaloid PA (toxicant) containing plant that is 
commonly found in alfalfa and winter forages. Groundsel is especially a problem in 
alfalfa hay because it is toxic to animals in either dry hay or silage. Poisoning occurs  in 
situations where animals cannot separate out the toxic plants while they feed--when 
they are mixed with the forage in a pasture, or when they are fed in hay or silage. The 
toxicant causes a liver disease that is chronic and progressive, resulting in death usually 
months after feeding, with few or no symptoms until 2 or 3 days before death.  A lethal 
amount for cattle or horses is 5-7 percent of their body weight of groundsel or 
approximately 50 pounds. With lesser amounts consumed, the liver loses function, but 
no symptoms may be apparent until the animal is stressed by pregnancy, a new feed, a 
different toxin, etc. Clinical signs of chronic PA poisoning may often not appear for 2-8 
months after the first ingestion of PA containing plants. Horses and cattle may also 
develop photosensitization. The damaged liver will not be able to purify the blood fast 
enough, and death is sudden. Sheep and goats have rumen bacteria that detoxify the 
alkaloids, so they are able to consume twice their body weight of groundsel without liver 
damage. Ensiling pyrolizidine alkaloid producing plants does not decrease toxicity to a 
safe level for feeding. It is not recommended to feed PA containing plant material 
to cattle or horses. In addition to herbicides, grazing by sheep sometimes is used to 
control these weeds but generally limited in to animal availability.   

 ¹ Wm Mick Canevari, UCCE Advisor Emeritus, San Joaquin County, 2102 E Earhart Way, Ste 200, Stockton 
California 95206    



 

 

Biology   

Common groundsel is prevalent and widespread in the central valley and low desert 
alfalfa regions of California and Arizona. It germinates and grows during the winter 
months when alfalfa is dormant. Groundsel produces abundant seeds, which spread by 
floating on the wind with their parachutes of hairs. One groundsel plant can produce as 
many as one million seeds in a season. Groundsel is a hardy plant that germinates over 
a wide range of temperatures beginning in Oct through March with moisture. Plants can 
survive cold temperatures and drought then flower and set seeds early in the spring. 
February to March is the primary period of bloom, though plants flower throughout the 
growing season.  

 

Control 

There’s been an increased effort for field research to document groundsel control 
measures with the increase of infestations reported and livestock poisoning. Several 
research trials were conducted in  2009,10 in San Joaquin County and the Sacramento 
valley evaluating best herbicide programs for control. Results clearly demonstrated 
many factors, the most important being that few herbicides can provide complete and 
full season control. Herbicides active on groundsel generally perform best at early 
germination periods when plants are small and using a combination of a post and pre 
emergent herbicide. Velpar®, Chateau® and Gramoxone®, are the key alfalfa 
herbicides that have shown various levels of effectiveness in controlling groundsel.  
Velpar  pre and post emergent consistently shows the best long term control when 
rainfall and sunny days occur following application.  Chateau gives very good pre 
emergent control but is not effective on emerged plants. Gramoxone has been 
inconsistent in providing post control of plants larger than 1-2” tall. Velpar is the only 
effective herbicide to provide consistent control over a wide range of conditions.    

 

Overview of Herbicides for Groundsel Control.  

Velpar: hexazinone:  Is considered the best herbicide for groundsel control. It is 
effective over a wide range of sizes and conditions.  Its activity through foliar and root 
uptake make it unique to all other herbicides and extremely effective.   

Gramoxone: paraquat:  Provides post emergent control of groundsel at very small 
growth stages from cotyledon to 4 leaf stage but before branching occurs. Control 



declines rapidly as plants begin to form axial buds/lateral branching. Complete coverage 
is essential. No soil activity so new germination continues.  

Chateau: fumioxizen: Chateau is very effective as a  preemergent herbicide.   It does 
not provide post  control of groundsel.  The addition of Gramoxone with Chateau is a 
good combination but may not be completely effective in heavy populations and if 
treatments are made after germination has begun.    

Sencor: metribuzen: Has little post activity on groundsel (cotyledon to two leaf) with 
larger plants not controlled.  Very short  soil residual properties.  

Raptor/Pursuit: Imazamox.  Will temporarily stunt groundsel plants but generally not kill 
them.. Not considered a good groundsel herbicide.   

2,4-DB:  Causes stunting under favorable weather conditions but does not provide 
complete control. 

Karmex, diruon: Pre emergent soil active herbicide, not effective post or pre emergent.   

Prowl/ trifluralin: Not effective or used during groundsel germination periods.  

Solicam, norflurozone: Soil active herbicide. Minimum effectiveness for pre emergent 
control of groundsel.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Figures 1 & 2. show herbicide performance from early and mid season application timings  for 
controlling  groundsel in an established alfalfa  field in san Joaquin County, 2009/10. 
Trial was conducted by Mick Canevari, UCCE advisor in San Joaquin County.  
 

Early Season Groundsel Control in   
Alfalfa

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

3.Gramoxone Inteon 1.0 qt/A 

8.Gram Int 1.0 qt/A +UN32 10% V/V

2.Gram Int 1.0 qt/A + Chateau 4.0 oz/A

6.Velpar 1.0 pt/A + Chateau 4.0 oz/A

7.Velpar 1.0 qt/A + Chateau 4.0 oz/A

5.Velpar 1.0 qt/A 

4.Gram Int 1.0 qt/A +Velpar 1.0 qt/A + Karmex 2.0 lb/A 

3.Gramoxone Inteon 1.0 qt/A + Velpar 1.0 qt/A

% Groundsel Control 2/11/10

Application made: 10/26/09 ; All treatments included Phase oil @ 1.0 gal/100 gal

105 days after treatments

Groundsel 1-5” Ht

Figure 1

 
 
 
 

Mid Season Groundsel Control in Alfalfa 
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8.Gramoxone 1.0 qt/A

9.Reglone 1.0 qt/A

13.Rely 3.6 qt/A

1.Gramoxone Inteon 1.0 qt/A + Chateau 4.0 oz/A

10.Sencor 10.7 oz/A + Chateau 4.0 oz/A

3.Gram Int 1.0 pt/A + Chateau 2.0 oz/A + Velpar 1.0 pt/A

4.Chateau 2.0 oz/A + Velpar 1.0 pt/A

5.Chateau 4.0 oz/A + Velpar 1.0 pt/A

11.Kixor 1.03 oz/A

2.Gram Int 1.0 qt/A + Velpar 1.0 qt/A

12.Velpar 1.0 qt/A

% Groundsel Control 2/11/10

Application: 12/3/09 ; All treatments included COC at 1 gal/100gal

68 days after treatments
Groundsel 1”- 6” flowering

Figure 2

 



 




